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Chapter 1: The Village by the Tides
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The sea breathed like a living thing.

At dawn, it exhaled mist across the shoreline, wrapping the village in a veil of pale silver. By midday, it glittered like hammered metal beneath the sun. And at night, it whispered secrets only the oldest among them claimed to understand.

For Juma, it was simply home.

He stood barefoot at the edge of the water, his toes buried in damp sand, watching the tide withdraw. The ocean left behind patterns—delicate ridges like the lines in a palm. His grandmother once told him that if you knew how to read them, the sea would tell you your future.

Juma did not believe that.

But he watched anyway.

“Still searching for your destiny?” a voice called behind him.

He turned, smiling before he even saw her.

Asha.

She was already carrying two woven baskets, balanced with the ease of someone who had done it since childhood. Her hair was tied back with a strip of dyed cloth, the color of deep earth after rain.

“I am not searching,” Juma said. “I am observing.”

Asha snorted. “Observing what? Fish that have already escaped?”

He walked toward her, taking one of the baskets without asking. It was heavier than it looked.

“Careful,” she said. “That one is for the elders.”

“So I must carry it with more respect?”

“You must carry it without dropping it.”

They walked together along the narrow path that led from the beach to the village. Palm trees leaned overhead, their leaves rattling softly in the breeze. Smoke from cooking fires curled upward, carrying the scent of roasted cassava and spice.

The village was already awake.

Children ran between huts made of mud and thatch. Women pounded grain with rhythmic strikes that echoed like a heartbeat. Men prepared nets, checking for tears before the next fishing trip.

It was a life shaped by repetition—and by the sea.

Juma had never known anything else.

“Your father is looking for you,” Asha said.

“He is always looking for me.”

“Yes,” she replied, “but today he carries a stick.”

Juma sighed. “Then I will walk slower.”

Asha laughed, the sound bright and quick. “You will walk faster.”

They reached the center of the village, where a large baobab tree cast its shadow like a protective hand. Beneath it sat the elders, already deep in conversation.

Juma’s father stood nearby.

Tall, broad-shouldered, with scars that spoke of a life beyond fishing, he was not a man easily ignored. His name was Baraka, and even the wind seemed to move differently around him.

“You are late,” Baraka said without turning.

“I am not late,” Juma replied. “The sun has only just—”

“You are late.”

Juma lowered his head slightly. “Yes, Father.”

Baraka turned then, his eyes sharp but not unkind.

“There is work to be done,” he said. “The nets must be mended before nightfall. The currents are changing.”

“They always change.”

“And yet you are always surprised.”

Asha stepped in quickly. “He was helping me.”

Baraka looked at her, his expression softening just a fraction.

“Asha,” he said. “You defend him too easily.”

“Someone must.”

Juma grinned. “You see? I am valued.”

“You are tolerated,” Baraka corrected.

But there was a hint of a smile.

The day passed as it always did—work, laughter, the steady rhythm of survival.

But beneath it all, something was wrong.

It began as a rumor.

A trader passing through had spoken of ships along the coast. Not the usual traders from the north, but armed men. Raiders.

“They come at night,” the trader had said. “They take people.”

The elders dismissed it at first.

Stories traveled faster than truth.

But by evening, the mood had shifted.

Juma noticed it in the way the fires burned lower. In the way conversations stopped when he approached. In the way Baraka sharpened his blade longer than necessary.

Asha noticed it too.

“They are afraid,” she said quietly as they sat near the edge of the village.

“Of stories,” Juma replied.

“Stories come from somewhere.”

He did not answer.

Instead, he looked out toward the sea.

For the first time, it did not feel like home.

That night, the wind changed.

It came from the east—hot, dry, carrying a scent that did not belong.

Juma woke before the shouting began.

At first, he thought it was a dream. A distant noise, like thunder rolling across the horizon.

Then came the screams.

He sat up instantly.

Outside, shadows moved too quickly. Firelight flickered against the walls of the hut.

“Asha?” he called.

No answer.

He grabbed the nearest thing he could find—a wooden spear—and stepped outside.

The village was burning.

Men he did not recognize moved through the chaos. Their clothes were different—long robes, wrapped heads. Some carried curved blades that caught the firelight like flashes of lightning.

Raiders.

The stories had been true.

Juma saw Baraka fighting near the baobab tree, his movements precise, controlled. For a moment, it seemed impossible that anyone could stand against him.

Then three men rushed him at once.

Juma shouted, running forward—but he was too far.

Too slow.

A hand grabbed him from behind.

He twisted, striking blindly. The wooden spear connected with something solid, and the grip loosened.

He turned—

—and saw Asha.

“Run!” she shouted.

But there was nowhere to run.

More raiders poured into the village. Nets were thrown. Ropes tightened. People were dragged, bound, silenced.

Juma fought.

He did not remember how many he struck, or how many times he was hit in return. Pain blurred into motion, motion into noise.

Then something hard struck the back of his head.

The world went dark.

When he woke, the sea was gone.

His hands were bound.

Around him, others lay in the same condition—faces he knew, voices he recognized, all reduced to silence.

Asha was there.

Alive.

Their eyes met.

For a moment, nothing else existed.

Then she whispered, “Do not forget who you are.”

Juma nodded.

But already, the world he knew was slipping away.

And the tide—
the tide was pulling them somewhere far beyond its reach.
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Chapter 2: The Night of Fire
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The first thing Juma understood was this:

They had not been taken by chance.

They had been hunted.

The ground beneath him moved.

Not like the gentle sway of the sea—but a violent, uneven rhythm. Wood creaked. Ropes strained. Somewhere above, voices barked orders in a language he did not fully understand.

Juma forced his eyes open.

Darkness. Close. Suffocating.

The air was thick with sweat, salt, and fear.

He was below deck.

A ship.

Memory slammed back into him.

Fire.

Blades.

His father falling—

Juma’s breath caught. He tried to sit up, but his wrists were bound behind him with coarse rope. The fibers bit deep into his skin as he struggled.

“Stop,” a voice whispered.

Asha.

He turned his head. She was beside him, her face barely visible in the dim light filtering through the planks above.

“You’ll only make it worse,” she said.

“They killed—” His voice cracked. “My father—”

“I know.”

There was no softness in her tone now. No comfort. Only control.

“They are listening,” she added. “And they punish those who fight too soon.”

Juma swallowed hard, forcing himself still.

Too soon.

That meant one thing.

There would be a later.

The ship lurched violently.

Above them, a heavy object crashed. A man shouted—then another voice answered, sharper, commanding.

Juma listened carefully.

Not random.

Disciplined.

These were not simple raiders. This was an organized crew.

Asha shifted closer, her shoulder pressing against his.

“How many?” she asked quietly.

Juma scanned
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